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INTRODUCTION 

This is an interview with William Francis Willesee for the 
Parliamentary History Project and the Battye Library Oral History 
Programme. 

Born in Adelaide in 1911, Mr Willesee attended school in Wyndham 
and Carnarvon until aged 13. He later continued his studies at 
Perth Technical College and holds a Diploma in Accountancy, is an 
Associate of the Australian Society of Accountants, and an 
Associate of the Federal Institute of Secretaries. 

• Included in a varied working career were two periods totalling 12 
years as Town Clerk in Carnarvon. Mr Willesee married Sadie Pope 
in 1936 and they have four children. 

Mr Willesee's father, William Robert, unsuccessfully contested 
the seat of Gascoyne on two ocasions for the Labor Party. His 

• son, William Francis, helped in these campaigns and in those of 
other candidates, notably Frank Wise. 

William Francis Willesee was elected to the Legislative Council 
in 1954 as a Member for North Province. Following the 
reconstitution of the Legislative Council in 1965, he was 

• appointed as a member for the North East Metropolitan Province. 
He was Labor Whip in the Council and also Deputy Leader of the 
Opposition before his appointment as Leader of the Opposition in 
1966. 

In 1971 Mr Willesee was appointed Minister for Community Welfare 
• and Leader of the Government in the Legislative Council. His 

ministerial portfolio made him responsible for aboriginal and 
child welfare and he took his duties very seriously which no 
doubt contributed to health problems which led to his resignation 
from both positions in February 1973. He did not see re-election 
at the 1974 elections. 

• 
The interview was conducted in November 1986 by Ronda Jamieson. 
There are three tapes. 
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VERBATIM TRANSCRIPT 

WILLESEE William Francis Willesee, born in Adelaide, 26th 

December, 1911. 

RJ And who were your parents, who was your father? 

WILLESEE William Robert Willesee, and Ethel May. 

RJ And what was your father's occupation? 

WILLESEE Oh it was varied. When we were in Wyndham I think 

he was mainly associated with the cattle industry, droving and 

buying and that sort of thing. In Carnarvon he was stock 

inspector. Then he left home. I lost track of him then, and he 

had a variety of things. I couldn't follow him from there on. 

RJ And did your mother work before her marriage? 

WILLESEE Yes. Well she worked all her life. She was in 

Wyndham. It was in Wyndham that she married my father. I think 

she worked in a hotel there. Then in Carnarvon we had a shop and 

a boarding house and, of course, she worked very hard in the 

• boarding house I remember. Then ultimately she came to P-rth and 

had a smaller lodging house up until such time as she couldn't 

work. 

RJ And did you have any brothers or sisters? 

WILLESEE Only the one brother. 

• RJ Who is? 

WILLESEE Don Willesee. Donald Robert. 

• RJ You said you were born in Adelaide; when did you 

come to Western Australia? 
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0 
WILLESEE Oh I was much too young to remember. I don't 
think there was a doctor in Wyndham at the time, and my father 
being born in South Australia, I think something like that 
transpired. Might as well send Mum to South Australia as send 
her to Perth. That's how it happened I think. 

RJ Growing up, where did you go to school? 

WILLESEE Well Wyndham and Carnarvon. That was it. 

RJ And what sort of experience was that for you? 

WILLESEE How do you mean? 

RJ Well did you enjoy school; were you good at it? 

WILLESEE Oh I suppose you could say I was just like anybody 
else at school. There were some things I enjoyed; a lot I 
didn't. We didn't have any particular knowledge as to whether we 

• were good or bad in those days. We were just a group of kids and 
we were taught accordingly. You didn't have the yardstick you've 
got today as to whether a child..., you didn't have reports and 
that sort of thing. 

fl 
RJ How far did you go with your schooling? 

WILLESEE Oh not very far. I left school at thirteen. Then 

• I went back and did part time night school for a while with the 
Carnarvon Convent, and then subsequently did correspondence with 
an aim to getting an accountancy degree. Then when I came down 
here I attended Perth Tech, and I did an accountancy and 

• secretarial spot there. 

RJ As you were growing up, how much did politics come 
into your family life? 
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WILLESEE Well it was just there. My father contested 
Gascoyne on two occasions and I was old enough to be the dog's 
body. You know, "Here's a handful of dodgers, go and take them 
round. Go and pin that notice up here. Get the floor ready, 
sweep it out before the meeting." Well you see on the two 
occasions, that was a three year gap. By then I was young 
Willesee, who when the next candidate came along I was sort of 
automatically the Labor 'fetch it' boy. That went until the next 
election when along came Frank Wise and I formed a lifelong 
association with him. So really there was just no positive 
effort to be Labor politics, it was just that they were there. 
It could easily, I suppose, have been a Liberal home and the same 

• thing could have happened. 

RJ Did you join the Labor Party? 

• WILLESEE Well I joined the union originally. I joined the 
Clerks' Union after the war, I think, to get a job. I joined the 
Australian Labor Party as a direct member in about '43 or so. 
By then politics were fairly well defined and I was a recognised 

• Labor supporter. I also joined the Australian Workers' Union, 
because quite frequently I'd work within their orbit. You'd have 
to take out a ticket to work with them. I stayed an honorary 
member of theirs for many years because I had a lot of respect 

• for them. They did a lot of work as a pioneer union in the 
north. Then subsequently when I got into Parliament we 
automatically had a membership through there, which I kept up. 

• RJ What age would you have been when your father 
first contested Gascoyne? 

WILLESEE Well let's work it [out]. Let's say that when 

• Frank Wise was first elected, which I know to be '33, I didn't 
have a vote. So I must have been pretty young when I started the 
other way round. Take nine from then would make me nine or ten 
years of age. 
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RJ Right, and can you remember what you thought of it 
all as your father campaigned and prepared for the election? 

WILLESEE Well the first one was right over my head. The 
second one I felt hurt. I remember weeping. I was big enough to 
understand what it meant to us as a family. It would possibly 
have changed the atmosphere and I had visions of going to school 
in a bigger place. Oh it ended there I think. But certainly the 
night of his election, the second defeat, I've never forgotten. 

RJ Were you hurt for him or hurt for yourself? 

WILLESEE Well it's a long while back to remember. I think 
I was hurt basically from the family angle. My mother was 
distraught. I had got more embroiled into the election itself. 
I don't know that I was hurt for my father. He was pretty broad 

• shouldered. Possibly I would say from the family angle more than 
anything else. Of course by that stage Don was starting to get 
active in politics too. He was only three years younger than me, 
so he was a younger edition sort of thing. • 
RJ What did you do after you left school? 

WILLESEE Well I went to work as a clerk for Goldsborough 

• Morts, until I turned twenty-one, and then I hit the Depression 
and we were all dismissed as we turned twenty-one. Then I just 
worked from day to day, wherever I could get a job. That's where 
I joined the AWU and that sort of thing. Wool lumper, worked on 

• the jetty, worked on roads. Very little clerical work which I 
was bent on, but you couldn't get that sort of thing in those 
days. You just worked wherever you could get a job. 

• RJ What sort of effect did that have on you? 

WILLESEE It was very frustrating. I started to get an 
empty feeling, because seeing that no matter how you tried to get 

• anything permanent you couldn't, you just couldn't get it. It was 
a very conservative town, Carnarvon, in those days. Work was 
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• limited and, of course, because of a small population and the 

limitation on work, once you missed out at twenty-one you 

couldn't crash back into a younger age group, who were coming on. 

So you were out. I went then into the higher echelons sort of 

• thing, and I was appointed Town Clerk at Carnarvon, which started 

me off on a permanent basis again. 

RJ How long did you hold that positon? • 
WILLESEE Six years the first time. Then I went back in, I 

think.... Well you could take six years back from '54. From 

there I went into politics. So I did two stints of about six 

• years. 

RJ And what in between? 

• WILLESEE Well in between I left it and joined the Army for 

a while. When I came out there was a Town Clerk in Carnarvon, so 

I got a job in Harbour and Lights. I didn't settle into that 

very well. After a couple of years I left it and had a couple of 

• years on a plantation, and realised I wasn't built to be a 

planter and then came back and applied for this when there was a 

vacancy and I was re-appointed. 

• RJ When did you marry? 

WILLESEE '36. 

• RJ And who did you marry? 

WILLESEE Sadie Catherine Pope. 

• RJ And how many children did you have? 
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WILLESEE Four. 

RJ Their names? 

WILLESEE In order of birth, Kathleen, Shirley, William and 
Ian. 

RJ Right. When you contested the North Province in 
1954, was that the first time you had stood for election? 

WILLESEE tJh huh, yes. 

RJ And why did you choose to go into politics? 

WILLESEE Well it was just a natural growth I think from the 
fact that I was associated with successive elections. The 
association with Wise had got steadily stronger. He kept 
suggesting to me that I would go into politics. Actually when he 
resigned from Gascoyne, to take up the.... What was the title? 

• RJ The Administrator of the Northern Territory. 

WILLESEE The administration of the No/thenn Te/LittoILy. He 
wrote and told me and suggested that he would recommend me to be 

• the candidate for Gascoyne. But at that stage I didn't think I 
could do it, and I told him that. Well then a few years later I 
could see that if I was going to get into politics it wasn't 
going to wait for me, and so I had a go at the North Province 

• because a good friend of mine over the years named Harry 
Strickland had won North Province before me. He then was a big 
influence on me standing, because he suggested I try for it and 
also that he would help me, which was a big thing. 

RJ Why did you feel in 1951 that you were not in a 
position to go into politics? 
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WILLESEE I didn't think I had the experience. Wise was a 
big name. I saw all the good things about him. I saw all the 
things that he could do. He'd reached ministerial rank very 
quickly. It just looked too awesome for me. Bear in mind I'd 
never been to Perth perhaps - well I had been to Perth, but what, 
six weeks of a lifetime. I hardly knew where Parliament House 
was. So it was a big job. 

RJ Why did you go into the Legislative Council? 

WILLESEE Well by then we had won Gascoyne. We lost it in 
the first election after Wise left. We only lost it by half a 
dozen votes. So on the second occasion that it came up we had to 
support the candidate. Well we didn't have to, but we did in 
principle, and he won and became a very good member: Dan Norton. 
So if I wanted to get into politics that would have been my last 
chance. There would have been no other chance. You only get 
once in six years at the Council and once in three years at the 
Assembly, and I was known nowhere else. My brother once told me 
there were hundreds of people at Trades Hall who didn't know me. 

• I didn't know that they had that influence; that's how much I was 
divorced from the trend of politics, Labor politics. 

RJ What did you see yourself as being able to achieve 

• as a member of Parliament? 

WILLESEE I thought I could be a good member in the North 
West, because I'd lived in Wyndham and Derby and Broome at 

• different times, had spent my life in that area and knew 
Carnarvon very well because of the background that I'd had. So 
that gave me a better than average.... I felt confident that in 
opposing a seat in the Council that I was 'as good as Jack' sort 

• of thing. I didn't look beyond the North Province except to be 
a good representative, or as good as I could be. That was it. 

17 
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RJ How did you go about your campaign? 

WILLESEE Well I just took six weeks off from work and did 
all the accredited things that you do. Put an ad in the paper 
and met as many people as I could. Travelled from town to town. 
Spent all my money and hoped for the best. It was very 
difficult to travel the North in those days. You had to meet as 
many people as you could in a very limited time. So it was 
really knock on doors more than anything else I think that 
counted, where you were in a new town. Fortunately having an 
unusual name perhaps, Willesee, there were always some people who 
remembered my father or what not. So there was always somebody 
who helped me round. It was a great thing really because to have 
started from scratch - for example Wittenoom Gorge was a new town 
in those days. It had fifteen different nationalities. And you 
get there, you get off a plane and walk into Wittenoom Gorge and 
say who you are and everybody looks at you. You walk into a 
hotel after you've booked into a room, and you find ten different 
languages being spoken. It just hits you like an avalanche. So 
you start walking to find an Australian voice you can talk to, 
and you knock on doors again. 

RJ What sort of things were people raising with you 
as you knocked on doors? 

S 
WILLESEE Legislative Council: not very much. The issues 
didn't seem to percolate. We didn't see very much of our Council 
members in those days. Wise, he contested a Council seat, and I 

• remember sitting as a kid in the front row when he said, "The 
people of Carnarvon owe me a debt, because at least by contesting 
this election I've forced the sitting member to come here for the 
first time in six years." That's how often.... He was a very 

• highly established person with a background of - generally a 
pastoralist or somebody in that area: Miles and Holmes and those 
sort of people who had a spin off from the old days. They were 
there because of what they were. You didn't get the hurly burly 

• of politics as such, as it is today, by any stretch of 
imagination up there. In fact that's borne out a bit. When I 



WILLESEE 9 

• won, Sir Charles Court came up there then a young man. He was a 

vigorous opponent, and he said to me after I won - he 

congratulated me and he said, "You know Bill up here you'll find 

it's very much easier than down there." He was right. Politics 

• down here is a much fiercer game. 

RJ How did you find you were received by station 

owners and managers and these sort of people as you went around 

• your campaign? 

WILLESEE Very well, very well. I had a lot of friendships 

in Carnarvon. I was secretary of the Gascoyne Racing Club and 

• that was a very strongly oriented pastoral background. Without 

them you couldn't have had a meeting. They had horses and 

supported it financially. So I met them and their sons. The 

sons of my vintage, well we're friends today in many cases. I 

• had a lot of respect for them. They worked hard and, you know, 

in very isolated conditions. People don't realise today what 

they went through. But their politics naturally were different 

to mine. I don't say I got their votes by any means. But we 

• didn't look for them; we met on that basis. But anything I asked 

for was always done, or any privileges I wanted to go and see or 

anything like that, was made available. 

• RJ You spoke of travelling around the electorate and 

some of it by plane. What was most of the travel done by? 

WILLESEE Well from town to town it had to be by plane 

• because of the time factor, so you'd draw up a schedule and have 

to hold it. So that meant if you had three days in a town that 

had a plane twice a week, you couldn't afford to stay a week, so 

you just had to do all you could within the three days. Again 

• Wittenoom Gorge, which was a very difficult place to enter by 

plane. I remember on five separate occasions we went out to the 

airport and the plane just went overhead, it couldn't come down. 

[Heavy cloud prevented landing.] The addition to that would be, 

• of course, that was five days lost because it threw the schedule 

out everywhere. 
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RJ where did you stay in these towns as you visited 
them? 

WILLESEE Oh the local hotel was the most central point 
because you would meet so many people within the area of the 
hotel. It was generally centrally placed. 

RJ What do you remember about your very first 
experience in Parliament, which would have been the opening of 
Parliament in 1954? 

WILLESEE Well I flew down from Carnarvon for the opening 
and I just sat and watched it. It didn't mean very much to me. 
It was just an opening of Parliament and I was prepared to look 
at it. I suppose the ceremony and the pomp of it was there, but 

• the meaning of it didn't really register till much later. Like 
the tradition that's behind it all. I think I had some 
difficulty getting a successor [for my previous position as Town 
Clerk]. I didn't come down till several weeks later and I struck 

• it right in the middle of a hot debate on rents and tenancies, 
which was a dramatic entry so far as the Council was concerned. 
It was the about the hottest debate I think they had in years. 
So I sat and listened to that. 

S 
RJ And what were your impressions? 

WILLESEE Well I don't know what the impressions were. It 

• was just that well I was looking at.... well this is what goes on 
in Parliament. The late H.K. Watson was leading the debate 
against the government on rents and tenancies. He was quite an 
emphatic and at times vitriolic speaker. So I think I looked at 

• him with my mouth open most of the time. 

RJ Did you find that an intimidating experience, 
knowing that you would then have to get up and speak yourself in 

• time? 
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WILLESEE Possibly, possibly because I was normally shy - 

inwardly shy anyhow, and the first speech that any member makes 
in Parliament is made very easy for him. It's an unwritten law, 
I suppose you know, not to interject. So that tends to build up 
confidence. But I didn't speak at all in the first.... or I may 
have spoken once or even twice in three years. I just sat there 
and tried to absorb it and see what went on. That was a bad 
thing because you should speak frequently, because you get that 
way that you eliminate subject after subject matter, saying, "Oh 
no, So-and-So can do that better than I can." Then all of a 
sudden when you get thrust into responsibility you find you've 
got to do it anyhow. So it would have been much better to have 
had the practice. So in the days that I was a whip I always 
tried to urge a new member to get on his feet as often as he 
could, even if he only spoke for ten minutes. Better ten minutes 
and know what you're talking about and sit down. I think it 
doesn't matter very much in the long run, but it just stops that 
attitude of nervousness from prevailing too long. 

RJ Where did you stay in Perth when you came down to 

• Parliament? 

WILLESEE We bought a house in Mount Hawthorn and lived in 
it until we bought this one. 

RJ So your whole family became metropolitan based? 

WILLESEE Yes. Well that was one of the big advantages of 

• getting into Parliament, my family were able to come down. The 
two girls were then ready to appreciate better education. Course 
better opportunities by far for the boys. That was the hidden 
value of coming down here. 

END OF SIDE ONE TAPE ONE 
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TAPE ONE SIDE TWO 

RJ What sort of facilities were available to you as a 
member when you first came into the Parliament? 

WILLESEE Well I suppose all that you wanted. We had a 
typing pool. We had a library. We had all the newspapers that 
were current, and pretty well anything that was applicable to, 
certainly the Commonwealth, were available. It was just a 
question of whether you made use of them. Maybe you had to wait 
a day for your correspondence, if you struck a day when there was 
a lot of work for the pool. In my case, I wrote a tremendous lot 
of letters, punched a lot of stuff out myself on my own 
typewriter, because it was no problem to me having done it for 
years as a Town Clerk. So no, I don't think - considering the 
times, I think we were well treated, really. One good feature 
about the pool by comparison with today, is that I think you lost 
a lot of the camaraderie and the atmosphere of Parliament House, 
because members were there in numbers; they had to be there. You 

• saw a lot of each other and you got appreciations. You learnt 
from each other. Now I don't see that. I see an empty corridor, 
comparatively, and a much deeper demarcation politically between 
members. How deep that goes I don't know, but that's my 

• reaction, and borne out by what staff tell me. 

RJ So does that mean when you were in the House there 
was not a big demarcation between the parties? 

WILLESEE I don't think, no. I mean even as a junior member 
I would always get a 'hello' from Sir Ross McLarty. Sir David 
Brand, we were quite friends. But he was friends with everyone, 

• of course, he was that type of man. But today, well I'm not 
there to know, but I'm told that it's very different. 

RJ You spoke of typing your own correspondence. Did 

• you do that at the Parliament or at home? 
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WILLESEE Home. 

RJ Did anyone take a particular interest in you when 
you first went into the House and helped you with the procedures 
and so on? 

WILLESEE No. That was something that I wasn't conscious of 
at the time, but subsequently when I became a minister I arranged 
for a mock sitting of our people to just cover that very point, 
because a person that's a bit shy sits and watches rather than 
enquires, and it would be so simple to tell you of some very 
simple elementary things that are there and available, but if you 
don't know about them you can't avail yourself of them. So that 
is something to this day I think that could well be implemented, 
that is a briefing of perhaps one day of orientation for new 
members. I think it would be well spent, because there are so 

• many little things within the building itself, the use of the 
library, the use of the dining room, the elementary process of 
debate. You've got a rule book, but then you've got to plough 
through it to pick all this up. You generally don't do that 

• until you're tripped up, and then you look at the rule book. 

RJ According to Bruce Okely parties were not 
officially recognised in the Legislative Council until 1955,1  so 

• when you first went into the House how evident were party 
politics in your opinion? 

WILLESEE Oh they were very clearly evident because the 

• Labor Party at that stage was challenging the Legislative 
Council. When I got in we made the highest number of Labor 
members that they'd ever had in the Council to that time. I 
think two more would have given us a majority, so it was very 

• evident. There was a fear that Labor might somehow get up and 
get the next two seats, so it became very stern politics from the 
time I entered. That was in the chamber, that was politics 

-------------------- 
• 

10ke1y in Essays in Western Australian Politics, Uni of WA, 1979, 
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purely. You wouldn't get a Liberal vote or anything like that. 
You wouldn't get a Country Party vote unless it was something 
that the Country Party themselves were inclined to have on their 
platform. In turn, of course, we in the government would never 
vote against the government. So it was as defined as you could 
get. 

RJ Did that also include where people sat? Did you 
sit right from the beginning in party blocks? 

WILLESEE You weren't given party.... Well they refrained 
from saying they were party, but the government's senior members 
were traditional, as is throughout the Commonwealth, they sat on 
the right of the Speaker, and the opposition leader sat on the 
left of the Speaker. He had his whip behind him and his deputy 
leader and so on. Then, as more or less I think an act of this 
idea that it was non-party, they pepper and salted the other 
remaining seats. So you might get a Labor man sitting next - I 
sat next to a Country Party man when I first went in. So there 
was always that odd situation, but it was only token. 

RJ What can you tell me about the type of person who 
was a member when you joined, the sort of occupation groups they 
came from? 

WILLESEE Oh well in broad terms I always looked upon the 
Country Party as an ex-farmer or pastoralist. Not so much 
pastoralist, but farmer. Pastoralist I think tended to incline 

• more to the Liberal Party. The Liberal Party I had a sort of 
mental approach that they were big business. They were from the 
Terrace and you'd get professionals, you'd get the doctors. Then 
- well the Labor Party, which was divided rather, you got 

• Kalgoorlie and North West who had a similarity of type, and you 
got mainly in the metropolitan area, the trade union background; 
someone closely associated with Labor within the city area 
anyhow. 
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RJ Who were the dominating figures in the House in 
1954? 

WILLESEE Oh well I think obviously in the Council would be 
the two leaders: Sir Charles Latham from the Country Party and 
Gilbert Fraser from the Labor Party. He was leader of the 
government. I didn't see so much of the Assembly. I think 
naturally Bert Hawke and Sir Ross McLarty. The Country Party man 
was known as a very clever man, Watts, but I never knew him 
enough to make a judgment on him, but he was recognised by other 
people as a good debater and that sort of thing. 

RJ How did you feel Gilbert Fraser operated as leader 
of the House? 

WILLESEE Oh well in those days I really wasn't competent to 

• make a judgment. That's the first leader I ever saw in the 
House. I thought he was quite good, but I couldn't compare him 
with anyone. 

• RJ Did anyone else stand out as a good debater? 

WILLESEE Well H.K. Watson, on any subject he took up, 
particularly on the taxation angle, was very good because he was 

• very knowledgeable. Company law and that sort of thing, he was 
outstanding. Not so much as a good debater, as a knowledgeable 
debater. I suppose as a debater, almost you could say a 
professional debater, Sir Charles Latham was very versatile. An 

• up and coming boy in those days was Arthur Griffiths. You could 
tell that he was going to go places and he did, of course. 

RJ Why? 

WILLESEE Well he became the leader. 

RJ Yes, I'm sorry - why could you tell though? What 

0 were the signs? 
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• WILLESEE Well he was outstanding. He had that ability that 

once he got on his feet he knew what he was talking about. He 

was a clever debater, as I found out in the years to come. Well 

you would say among yourselves. Another good thing was that he 

• was disliked pretty much in our party. Well that's a pretty good 

sign a fellow's going well. 

RJ What sort of contact did you have with the staff 

• of Parliament? 

WILLESEE Well it grew. At first I didn't know any of them. 

I just passed them, and we smiled at each other. Then as time 

went on you got closer to them until eventually you looked 

forward to meeting them. As time went on, of course, I realised 

how much they did mean. I developed, as much as I could, a 

closeness with them. • 
RJ You were in the House in the '56/'58 period where 

the highest percentage of bills failed in the Legislative Council 

in any time of any government. 15.5% of bills failed. I 

• wondered just how frustrating it was to you as a government 

member to be part of that scene. 

WILLESEE Well it didn't mean so much to me at that time. 

• As i say I was new and I was watching. There seemed to be, in 

those days, a sort of pre-knowledge that a bill would be 

defeated. It was an unwritten law that as long as supply and 

money bills that were the lifeline of the government of the day 

• weren't interfered with, you sort of had to expect, with the 

build up that was in the Legislative Council, that they weren't 

there to foster Labor Government's legislation. So to what 

degree of frustration that was I really wouldn't be in a position 

• to say. 

RJ How did you operate as far as your electorate was 

concerned once you were based in Perth? 
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WILLESEE Well you had to be based in Perth, because of the 
fact that you couldn't travel from Carnarvon to Perth for 
sittings. Today you get free air fares. Those days we didn't, 
and you would have to come by air. We were allowed two air fares 
throughout our electorates per annum, and so you made the most of 
those, always taking them when the House wasn't sitting, so as 
you could spend.... I used to spend two months in the electorate 
on each air fare. That was about it, because financially I 
couldn't do more. You just couldn't get to public functions in 
those days, because you couldn't afford them. Again, of course, 
today, if there's something going, you get a pass by air for that 
particular occasion in your electorate. Well those were things 
that were.... I remember asking dear old Bert Hawke could I have 
an extra fare as I had an election coming up? And he said to me, 
"No way," he said, "why do you want an extra fare now?" We had a 
[general] election coming up and I was one of those coming up 
[for the Council election the following year]. He said, "Are you 
frightened we'll lose the election?" And I didn't like to say 
anything further to him so I never got my air fare, and we lost 
the election. [Laughs]. Anyhow that's a long while ago. 

0 
RJ You say you got the air fare. Were you helped 
with accommodation expenses at all? 

• WILLESEE No that was it. You got the air fare and you paid 
your accommodation. If I were doing a short stint..., for 
instance I saw Kununurra when it had thirty tents on it. Well 
you just jumped into the utility that was taking out the food and 

• sat on the back of it and went round and saw what was going on. 
The first three or four occasions that I went to Kununurra that 
was the way I got there, as it gradually was growing. I went in 
with a Public Works truck or something. If you wanted to go to 

• Fitzroy Crossing you did it much the same way. The lower end of 
the electorate, Gascoyne and Shark Bay, I used to travel by car, 
so that gave you a good coverage. But you couldn't see the 
stations and that sort of thing in the top end because you just 

• couldn't travel. I did a tour once with a dogger. He was 
wonderful information, and we got into a lot of spots, little 
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p spots that you never get to. But only the once, because it was 
such a slow journey. By the time he went and did his job and I 
stopped and talked to the station people - we stayed overnight 
and talked and got on the next day - you'd lost a 
disproportionate amount of time in that area. A very big 
electorate it was in those days; it's much smaller now. But the 
distance of it is still complained about by the present 
incumbents, and they've got aeroplanes. 

S 
RJ You say that you weren't helped with accommodation 
costs and so on, as a man raising four children, just how did you 
manage? How did you find a parliamentarian's salary coped with 
all of this? 

WILLESEE Well it was just the same as any income that I'd 
ever had previously. You just had to cut your cloth accordingly. 

• You spent what was available to you and worked on a small 
overdraft and that was that. You could only spend so much money. 

RJ Did you find that your constituents contacted you 

• about their problems at all? 

WILLESEE Yes, but most of the work was always on the 
personal basis. It was when you called into a town or called on 

• people and you were available thaL you got hand to hand with a 
problem. Correspondence increased as time went on, but really it 
was the contact, the personal contact, that produced the problem 
more often. 

RJ You're not quite sure when you became Labor whip 
in the Council, but you think it could have been after the defeat 
of the Hawke Government in 1959, and you remained whip until 

• 1962. How did that come about? 

WILLESEE Well there must have been a vacancy for a whip. I 
think it must have followed the change of government. Obviously 
the position was vacant and I was elected to it. I don't 
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remember that we applied for the job or anything like that. [In 
those days every member was considered a candidate]. We were 
just picked out of a caucus decision. The caucus voted for a 
whip. 

RJ And what did you think about taking on that task? 

WILLESEE Well it was the first time that I had a bit of 
authority. It was great. It made me work. It made me start to 
really put my feet on the ground on the parliamentary side of 
politics, not so much being a member. I was always fully 
occupied with that, but now I looked at the political and 
institutional side of it. I think that would be about it. 

RJ How easy was it to be a whip? How much 
co-operation did you get from your party members? 

[1 
WILLESEE Oh it was quite good; I'd say a hundred per cent. 
Well after all there was a very small group to handle. The 
whip's job wasn't big on the personal basis. It was just that 

• you got your greater workload of bills to handle in the House, 
particularly when you're in oppositon. Bear in mind that the 
leader can't possibly take every bill, he must allocate some of 
them to other people. There wasn't a deputy leader in those 

• days, so the whip virtually was in a position of taking a lot of 
bills that weren't particularly important to opposition but had 
to be given consideration, had to be dealt with on a structural 
basis, a critical structural basis really. 

RJ And how did you find you coped with that process? 

WILLESEE Well it grew on one. You simply studied as much 

• as you could and did the best you could with a bill, got involved 
in debate, and the process evolved itself. You couldn't win a 
bill. You couldn't beat a government bill in those days, because 
I think that was about the time that adult franchise came in, and 

• we lost - strangely enough, we lost a lot of seats as a result of 

0 
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adult franchise, which had been a major platform of ours that we 
wanted adult franchise in the Legislative Council. It reacted 
very hostilely, if you like, against us, at the polls. 

RJ What did you feel about that? Actually that 
didn't occur till 1965, but what did you feel about that 
reaction? 

WILLESEE Well those of us that were trying to take the 
other point of view, we could see the result. So it wasn't a 
surprise to us, but it is a surprise when you look at it on the 
lines I've just said, that it was a basis of the Labor Party. 
But it was the principle that the Labor Party was evoking, and it 
just, in that period, certainly didn't work in their favour. 

RJ Was that a disappointment though, to you? 

S 
WILLESEE Well it was a disappointment to me inasmuch as we 
lost seats and I was the whip, or I was an emerging member at 
that time. Government seemed a long way away. But on the other 

• hand I had expected, personally I had expected that we would lose 
seats as a result of it. 

RJ Why did you think that? • 
WILLESEE Well the statistics at the time were evident, that 
we in the North were getting a much higher percentage under the 
voluntary system than the metropolitan area was getting. For 

• instance we were getting over sixty per cent in our electorates; 
they were getting twenty down here. So it was fairly obvious to 
me, at least, that if the percentage went up, it could go up 
against the Labor Party in many areas. I think the reason for 

• that was that the Liberal Party were quite satisfied with..., no 
the Nationalist Party/Country Party then, were quite satisfied 
with their big majority, and could see it. They were holding 
government, and as long as they had a majority in the Council it 
didn't matter whether it was a big majority or a small one. I 
would think that was their thinking. 
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RJ Any particular difficulties you remember as whip, 
when it came to pairs or whatever? 

WILLESEE No, no problem at all. The opposition whip was 
very easy to get on with. Pairs were an agreed thing between the 
government and the opposition, and there was never a problem with 
it. If there was a difficulty it was on our side, because our 
numbers were always so low. Two of our numbers gave us a very 
poor recording vote. You would get a query sometimes as to why 
we polled so poorly, people not understanding their position. 

RJ And what about maintaining your numbers in the 
House that you wanted? How cooperative were your party members? 

WILLESEE Oh I don't ever remember a member being absent 
unless he had sudden sickness, or there would be a particular 

• function of long standing that he'd have to be at. But to miss 
and not be there for a division or something like that, I can't 
remember it happening. We always had prior notice. 

• RJ What did you think of the job of whip? 

WILLESEE I rather liked it. It was some standing in the 
party. It's an anomalous thing you go through in politics. I'd 

• just qualified in accountancy, and we were looking for a 
secretary and I thought well that's the job that I can do. I 
think an ex-member of the Boilermakers' Association got the job 
and I hardly polled for it. So I was quite happy to be whip. I 

• think that was the same day actually these things happened. 

RJ You had Frank Wise's return to politics and his 
entry into the Legislative Council, and he became Leader of the 

• Opposition in the Council, and in 1962 you became his deputy. 
What did you think of that position? 

WILLESEE Well that was the first time they had appointed a 

• deputy. I could see it then as being something because although 
I wasn't put there so much, I think, as a leader, I think it was 
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more or less to give a deputy to Frank whose health wasn't good 
at that time. He had a very big workload. I think it wanted to 
be lightened on a level that was higher than a whip. So that was 
the position that was created and it has never been taken away. 
They subsequently continued to elect deputy leaders. But it 
was..., well you could say it was a step up. Therefore it was 
received with enthusiasm. 

RJ And how did you operate as deputy? 

WILLESEE Well not very much different to any other deputy. 
You take your workload from your leader. You look at a notice 
paper and see 'x' number of bills. He says, "Well you take this, 
this and this," and that's it, you take them. 

RJ What was Frank Wise like to work for as a deputy, 
or work with? 

WILLESEE Oh a hundred per cent man to work with, and a most 
efficient and capable man. You couldn't help but learn by 
sitting alongside him. He knew politics backwards. He knew the 
rule books; he knew everything. He had a great respect for 
Parliament. He believed in the protocol of Parliament. Things 
that were minor to me he would look on with horror. Interrupting 
someone in debate by walking across the room, taking the view of 
the President. Things like that that I never would think of, he 
regarded as sacrosanct. He was of an era and an age all of his 
own I think. Naturally I'm very biased in his favour, but just 
look at the man's record. Whoever would have led the opposition 
in the Assembly, led a government in the Assembly, led the 
opposition in the Upper House, and led the government.... No, he 
was a minister in the government in the Upper House. It's a 
terrific record. So I had the privilege of sitting next to him. 

RJ If a member had walked across the floor as you 
described and he was a Labor member, would Wise have chastised 
him? 0 
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WILLESEE Well it wouldn't have happened as broadly as that. 

I don't ever remember that actually happening, but a fellow might 

get up and when he'd go out, he's supposed to get underneath the 

view of the Speaker, so you'd find him crawling across. Well if 

you happened to walk across, that was not done, so if a fellow 

did it, Frank Wise would either tell me to tell him or tell him 

himself that it's not done. You didn't make a big thing of it, 

but nevertheless he didn't like it. Whereas in my case if a 
fellow did it I'd say, "So what, he'll learn." 

END OF TAPE ONE SIDE ONE 
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RJ You then followed Wise as leader of the Labor 
Party in the Legislative Council in 1966. What did you feel like 
in taking over from Wise? 

WILLESEE A big responsibility. He had impressed on me the 
responsibility of being a Leader of the Opposition. He claimed 
it was a responsibility equal to any minister. So I felt that 
this responsibility now rested on me, I had to give it all I had. 
That was the attitude that I had in following him. 

RJ And how did you operate as leader? 

WILLESEE Well you just simply operate on the lines that 
I've been saying. You delegate the work that you can't handle to 
others. You take the major legislation yourself and work from 
the lines of what the Assembly ex-minister, or shadow minister 
has done, and take strictly the view that has been taken by the 
leader of the party in the Lower House, so that you've got 
continuity of thought. That in itself was about all that you 
could handle, during a session particularly. It's impossible to 
handle every bill. You just can't get through in the time. 
Eighty-seven or ninety bills doesn't sound much, but spread over 
a small period, you just haven't got time to absorb it, because 
you lose such a lot of time in research and reading, tracing the 
history of something. Before you know where you are, you've just 
got to divide your time. 

RJ Who operated as your deputy leader? 

WILLESEE Jerry Dolan I think, most of the time, if not all 
the time. 

F ,  
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RJ And what was he like as deputy? 

WILLESEE Oh he's a great man, Jerry. He was newer to 
politics. He came in fairly late, so he made a very quick rise 
through our ranks. He was essentially an educationist. His 
forte was a belief in higher education and better opportunities 
for children. He was a very loyal man. He stuck like glue to 
anything taken up. I don't think you could possibly fault Jerry 
Dolan. 

RJ Frank Wise, of course, did not resign from the 
House at that time. Why did he resign from the position of 
leader? 

WILLESEE I think the real reason was that his health was 
deteriorating. I could see it. He was a diabetic, and a long 
session would play havoc with him, because he'd have to augment 
his intake. I know it affected him travelling. Also I'm sure it 
was affecting him in the House. So he got out then, as he 
explained to me, that to have stayed in he couldn't have done 

• another period had we won a government. He felt he couldn't do 
another period. I think he had an election coming up that year, 
that election, and I remember him saying to me (I was his 
campaign director for the election) when we'd got something done 

• that he wanted done urgently, some printing, "Even if I get 
elected I'll never see the term out." So his health was worrying 
him at that stage. But he did see the term out fortunately. 

• RJ In 1965 your North Province was abolished and you 
transferred to being the member for the North East Metropolitan 
Province, which takes in Midland to Dianella. Why did you decide 
to transfer to a metropolitan province? • 
WILLESEE It was a very difficult one. The three members 
for the North Province were Wise, Strickland and Willesee. It 
was unthinkable that I could oppose Wise in a ballot. It was 

• equally unthinkable that I could oppose Strickland, who'd been my 
mentor. So I prepared to resign from Parliament at that stage. 
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I thought tho was the end of it. Then Joe Chambe:T.ain rang me 
and said, "What are you going to du I said, Well there ' -.,- 
nothing I can do." He said, "Well if you put your name down I'm 
pretty sure you'd win a position in the North [Metropolitan] 
Province." I explained my position. So he said, "Well put your 
name down for a seat down here." I did, and the next thing I 
knew I was nominated for this seat and they elected me unopposed, 
and I think it was largely due to Joe Chamberlain. I think he 
manoeuvred it all. I wasn't close to Trades Hall's movements. 
As you know, I was never on that side of it. I relied on people 
that had been brought up in it. But anyhow that's the story of 
North Province, and then for some reason or other I was elected 
unopposed at the general elections. So I had a fairly easy ride 
back down here. 

RJ Why do you think you had that sort of support in 
Trades Hall? 

WILLESEE Well it's a matter I think of the fact that I was 
there. When Joe Chamberlain had come north on a couple of 
occasions, he'd always come to see me because I told you there 

• was no Labor Party, there was just a Willesee there. I suppose 
as time went on if I had anything I would ring Joe about it. If 
he had a problem in the north that he thought I could solve, he'd 
say, "When you're going up will you do this, or will you do 

• that?" Then, of course, there were some members of the party, of 
caucus, who were also strong Trades Hall men. Cohn Jamieson, 
for instance, was the President at that time. He was in caucus 
and a potential minister. So that's the only way I could 

• attribute that. I really don't know whether it was just agreed 
that they wouldn't throw a sitting member out. It could easily 
have been that. I don't think that any of us lost a seat because 
of the redistribution. I'm not sure of that, but I don't think 

• so. 

RJ What changes did you find in the way you operated 
once you became a metropolitan member? 
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WILLESEE Well for a start the personal side disappeared. 
It became very much a question of appearing in public functions. 
You got no correspondence at all on a personal basis, unless you 
were doing something for an individual. You'd get protest 
letters, which probably everybody would get. There was also a 
sense of frustration because if you did get a personal job, it 
was generally one that had previously been taken to an Assembly 
member, and therefore he hadn't been able to do any good with it. 
So it came on to the Legislative Council member, who were 
starting behind base. I found a totally different atmosphere to 
the North. The North was personal, you could achieve something 
for an individual and look back on it. You'd get a fellow twenty 
acres of land to experiment with. You'd get somebody a house. 
You'd get some land for a project. Well those things just simply 
don't happen down here, they are taken up in all the major 
schemes that happen. Re-development of an area covers 
everything, whereas you were re-developing without that sort of 
situation in the North, so you had a much closer hand in it. In 
that respect I missed the North very much. It was the personal 
side really that disappeared. When I say personal side, you had 

• a lot of personal people, but you didn't get that intimate 
approach, feeling that you were working for an individual with a 
good result, if you could achieve it. You didn't always achieve 
them of course, at the best of times. 

RJ You were a metropolitan member for nine years. 
Did that improve, the situation you've just described? 

• WILLESEE I think so. The more you went on, the more I 
became acclimatised. The situation didn't alter, but I got to 
know the Assembly members closer, and that in turn led me to 
meeting a wider variety of people. John Harman came along about 
that time and I worked with him when he got into Maylands. I was 
fairly close to him throughout his career, because he was, I 
felt, a bit of a protege. We're still quite good friends. So to 
that extent, yes, but you did the same thing in the North. I did 
the same for Arthur Bickerton. Again down here I was standing 
speaking on street corners. When introducing Bickerton around I 
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wa knocking doors and ;ing, "Here's your new maber." So 
there was that difference always, and I don't think it could be 
done in the North today, because bear in mind I'm talking when 
there were hundreds of people in a town as against new towns that 
have grown up and got thousands. 

RJ When you were leader of the opposition in the 
Council, what sort of relationship did you have with the Liberal 
Party? 

WILLESEE Well I didn't have any association with them as a 
party, but I got on very well with their leaders. Sir Charles 
Court was then at his top, and I found him always approachable, 
always courteous. He would give me all the respect that the 
title should have. I got on well with Arthur Griffiths. We 
became quite good friends. But outside of his whip and perhaps 
personal friends I made, I had no association that I could say 
that varied with the Liberal Party. I only saw their leadership 
at my level sort of thing. 

RJ And the Country Party? 

WILLESEE Well the Country Party "Were not very strong in 
those days. I liked the dear old President of the day, old Les 
Diver, or the Honorable as he was, and then subsequently Sir. 
The other Country members, yes, we knew each other, but it was 
just that I wasn't close to their movement or anything like that. 
They were a nice group of people, but as I say they had their own 
problems. Whatever they were I wouldn't know. 

RJ You became Minister for Community Welfare in 1971, 
a position you held until 1973. What did you think of firstly . going into the ministry, and secondly of that particular 
portfolio? 

WILLESEE Well firstly I knew I'd go into the ministry . because it was written, I think, that within our caucus rules 
that the leader of each area was first to be elected, so we were 
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both elected unopposed, so then you had to be a minister. I 
thought I would get a different portfolio. I thought I would get 
local government and North West. To emphasise the 
disappointments you can get in politics, a very strong Liberal 
man said to me, "Well Bill it looks as if you might win the 
government this time, and if you don't come back for Minister for 
North West, we ought to shoot you." Well I never went back as 
Minister for North West, but fortunately I never met him again. 

Well Community Welfare, the night that I got back - I'd been in 
the North, I got back, walked across to where you're sitting now, 
and my neighbour came in and said, "Congratulations." I said, 
"What?" He said, "Oh you're the Minister for Community Welfare." 
Well that was the first I knew of it. I didn't know what 
Community Welfare then, embraced, but I quickly learned. It was 
an amalgamation. It was a new title and it embraced aboriginal 
affairs (the old Native Welfare Department was gone), child 
welfare - well basically those two created Community Welfare. 
Well that was it, you just had to take it from there. We had to 
frame a Community Welfare Act and get on with it. 

RJ What did you think of the Department and the way 
it was organised and run, when you got to know it better? 

• WILLESEE Well the first thing I did was travel the State to 
at least see all of the area and its different problems. The 
native situation, although I knew it reasonably well as a member 
of Parliament because of being in the North, and that's where the 

• bulk of the aborigines were, but when I travelled the State and 
saw the little isolated areas in so many different places, I 
realised that the problem was miles bigger than ever I'd thought 
it was. My first thing was to go to the Premier and try and get 

• more money. Money is the answer to many of the problems. And so 
I got my first disappointment; I didn't get any more money. 

As for the running of the Department, that never entered my head. 

• I don't think you could walk in and say this place should be run 
differently under quite a few years of experience, to merge with 
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it and see where you could improve it, because although the 
faults that I enumerate now, as I did to you a little while ago, 
they were happening, those very things were happening then, you 
had to have an alternative if you wanted to change it. You start 
to look at alternatives and you look at money, because you must 
house people, you must put in a new system of teaching. If you 
wanted to improve the health system you've got to go and find 
additional nurses. So if we got a welfare officer, you had to 
have a motor vehicle for her to travel, and it was enormous. So 
in isolated areas we would do a band aid thing. We might get a 
nurse to attend an area and we'd have to find her a place to live 
and a vehicle and she'd have to be competent enough to drive the 
vehicle and so on. So she in herself had to be a specific type. 
Then that wasn't in the budget of the old routine, so you had to 
go for more money. You'd be three years waiting for it in most 
cases. It was very depressing. 

S 
I think it was best summed up by a man that said to me once, and 
that was the Country Party President, old Les Diver, said, 
"You're trying to do in five minutes what's going to take fifteen 

• years, or twenty." Possibly I was thinking on those lines, but 
when you look at it, the whole problem, it was as Dr Coombs said, 
"It's got to be tackled now." And I think that was a great 
mistake; in those years it wasn't tackled now. We were 

• Micawbers, we were waiting. Now it's tending to be too late. 
So that was.... Well you can imagine, I was in a turmoil when I 
came back from travelling, seeing all the areas and the problems 
that went with them. Not one area did I look at that you could 

• say that they didn't say to me, "We want this." And the need was 
great. 

I remember the first allocation of big money that I made was to a 

• group of kids outside of Fitzroy Crossing. They were sleeping in 
the open. The place had been blown down; they were just sleeping 
in the open. So to rebuild what they had took about sixty per 
cent of my allocation. Well then I was besieged by all the other 

• people who had wanted more and expected more and couldn't get it. 
I was in a position of almost favouring a group of people. So 
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there you are you had to make a decision on need and stick to it. 
Well I just didn't think whether the department was being run 
efficiently or otherwise, but I do have to give the full credit 
for taking me to where I saw that. They could have easily 
by-passed it and I would never have known. So they had very good 
officers. 

Frank Gare was a particularly good man I thought. He came from 
New Guinea. I suppose his background helped him. He appreciated 
and understood as I talked to him, much better than I did, the 
futility of trying to jump ahead; you couldn't do it. He 
accepted that and worked accordingly, which must have taken a lot 
of doing. You had to have a man of the right temperament to be 
in his boots. 

RJ Tell me what you saw as you went around. We 

• talked of some of this over coffee, but for the record, what were 
the things that you were seeing that you were concerned about as 
you went around and saw for yourself? 

• WILLESEE One word, poverty. Most vivid I suppose was the 
outside of Halls Creek, and not very far outside that I saw a 
group of people overflowing the reserve. I don't know the 
number, but several hundred. We walked among them and in a 

• frying pan they had a batter of flour and..., what's the 
alternative to butter? 

RJ Margarine. 

• 
WILLESEE Margarine perhaps, might have been butter. It 
used to come up into a very puftaloony looking thing. They were 
eating that, that was their substance. They had little places 

• spread over a tree, and that was where they were living. Well 
you feel the impact of that and look at it and say, "Well I want 
to put something, even if I put them in tents." Then you haven't 
got any money to do it. When you come down here and tell that 

• story, nobody appreciates it because they haven't seen it. Well 
then you go and get a continuity of that in different forms. 

9 
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They're not all doing as I've just described it, but they all are 
in need of something. Then you'd find an emergent group making 
artefacts, doing quite well, the scheme seemed to be working, and 
here they were with a room full of artefacts in the wilderness. 
Who'd come and buy them? Then you'd have to get the stuff into 
where it could be bought, and you would eat up the profits and 
they would be working for nothing and they'd be looking for some 
reward because they'd been promised it. You ran into futility. 
You would sit and look at this and you would find you could do 
absolutely nothing about it for a period, and then you would get 
peanuts to spread. It was not possible for me to look at it and 
say, "Well it will be better, it will get better." I used to ask 
this question, "Is it better now than it was ten years ago?" to 
most of the outback shires I met. They would say, "Yes," almost 
in a majority of cases, but very, very little improvement. Then 
you'd find the oldtimers who'd say, "You are ruining them. 
You're taking these kids, they don't ride horses any more, 
they're driven to school. They'll be no good, they'll never go 
back to the bush." I think that might have been true. I didn 't 
see it eventuate, but I have a feeling that that could be right. 

• They were lost to the bush. They are now people that are 
probably creating some of the problems in these towns, on the 
outskirts of the towns, because they've been brought up there. 
It owes them a living and they can't get it, so they are 

• resentful of that situation. They've got a bit of education. I 
liken myself to the Depression days, when you wanted to do 
something you couldn't do it, couldn't get it. These chaps I 
think could be in the same situation. Well it won't be long 

• before they'll lose all effort, all their sense of effort. 

RJ What did you think of the work of the missions 
that you saw? 

• 
WILLESEE Well you could only see them in working, and I 
never was very long at a mission to see its full ramifications. 
You could only just go to a mission, and immediately you looked 

• it over you would find there was a building needed here, wing for 
a school wanted, a place for a visiting doctor or nurse to have a 
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better chance. You would find glaucoma among the kids, and you 
should get somebody there. So as to what the missions were 
doing, it was never a thought. It was what the missions wanted 
that you looked at. They were supplicants obviously, and you 
were there to listen, try and do something about it. 

RJ As a person experienced in the North, and having 
had contact with aboriginal people, what as a minister could you 
see about past policies that you felt perhaps were wrong? 

WILLESEE Well again that was something I didn't look at. 
The job, as it hit me, was so intense that I didn't look at 

40 anything else. I looked at the problem that I had. 

One for instance that I was hit at everywhere I went was, was I 
going to give the aboriginal people drinking rights? I'd go onto 

• a reserve and there'd be a meeting of aboriginal people, that's 
all they would want to talk about. The males would say, "When 
are you going to give us our rights?" Half castes would say, 
"Well if you don't give them rights, give it to us." They really 

• complained about their situation. Well then the drinking thing 
was bad, because at that stage the element of white, bad element, 
was booze running. He was buying beer, selling it at a profit. 
The taxi man was doing the same thing, so they were getting grog 

• on the reserve. It was too big for a town with one policeman to 
handle. How could he go and handle thirty or forty big strong 
aboriginals, half drunk? So I thought it was better to bring kit 
out into the open and give them rights. Well that decision had 

• very bad repercussions in lots of places, but I think that that 
day had to come and it was no good mucking around with it. 
Whether it was a success or not then, you'll never know. You'll 
get people who are against it; people who are for it. Some of 

• 
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the people who were for it before, turned against it afterwards, 
that had been talking to me. Well that was just one item. 
Although we had, as Australians, voted by referendum with, I 
think, a ninety-six per cent majority in favour of equality for 
aboriginal people, but the critics forgot that. 

END OF SIDE ONE TAPE TWO 
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TAPE TWO SIDE TWO 

WILLESEE I think that the lifestyle of the aboriginal 
people on the old station life, as you'd call it, when you had a 
community of aboriginal people living on a station under white 
control, was quite good insofar as at that period of time. I 
don't think that they were exploited all that much, that they 
were being made to do what they didn't want to do. They lived 
there and they seemed to me to be happy people. Their children 
were getting educated. In the majority of cases, where there 
were station owners, certainly station owners seemed to me to 
take a definite interest in them as a community. To shift them 
from that area when wages were emphasised and that sort of thing, 
a principle applied so far as giving them the current wages of 
the day, they could only be employed and paid. It was a breakup 
of the old system of a hundred or two hundred people being on a 
station to shifting the majority of those people to the outer 
towns and thereby creating problems for the outer towns, which 
are still problems. 

RJ Aborigines, of course, were not your only concern 
as minister. How did you find the other parts of your 
department, or your responsibility? . 
WILLESEE Well Community welfare, which was Child Welfare, 
was an area that was pretty well a State run thing. It was run 
under the old Act. It was very routine. People who got 

• benefits, established them under the Act. There wasn't very much 
participation by a minister as an individual. You would get 
possibly a complaint of someone who had had a child taken from 
them. I can't remember any case where I looked up a file, and 
where I had the opportunity to talk to the parents, that I found 
that the department had done the wrong thing. 

Some difficulties in that field that arise are purely specialist 
difficulties. Do you take notice of an anonymous letter about 
ill-treatment of a child? Now the first reaction is you'll say 

Ll 
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you wouldn't take notice of it. But my introduction to that was 
to look into a case where, when we got the child to a doctor, it 
had twenty-two, I don't know whether the word was fractures, but 
it was marked and had some fractures, and there were twenty-two 
places that a doctor said, "This child needs treatment." So it 
was purely a case for people who understood that subject and 
could make judgments. You had to rely and trust that their 
judgment was right. 

[] 
Now I suppose they would make mistakes occasionally, but I didn't 
see any. I thought that Keith Main and his 21C (whose name 
escapes me for the moment - he subsequently died suddenly with a 
heart attack I think) they were very, very professional men. I 
didn't see the staff closely outside of meeting them in their 
various centres. I got complaints about the workload getting 
higher, and I suppose it would get higher as time went on, and it 
would certainly get higher when we introduced aborigine situation 
into Community Welfare. 

Just a point there, the reason that I moved aborigines out of 
State rights was that I found that in the Northern Territory, the 
Commonwealth Government was spending three dollars more per head 
of aborigine population to what we were spending in Western 
Australia. So having regard to the fact that money was the major 

• problem, and I thought their knowledge would be equal to ours, 
and the officers under the bill that we put up were 
interchangeable, that it would be a better thing for Western 
Australia to go under the Commonwealth orbit, because they would 

• get three dollars more to spend statewide. Now that was the only 
and basic reason that I changed the situation there, to give a 
greater umbrella of money. I don't know to this day whether it 
eventuated and whether the money's been spent, in what way I 

• don't know. But I don't think that the ratio would alter, it may 
be less overall, but it wasn't received well. The amalgamation 
within the staff wasn't received well. There were a lot of 
problems in adjusting there. But anyhow fortunately we kept them 

• internally and we got by. Some people exercised their right to 
stay in State Aboriginal Welfare, and some joined the 
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Commonwealth and so on. Frank Care went across. So really this 
State lost nothing in the changeover as far as personnel were 
concerned. It might have lost some juniors. Oh yes, I think 
McLarty pulled out. He was fairly well up in.... He was 21C. 
But he had some health problems as well. I'm not sure why he 
pulled out. I know he had long leave for health problems. 
Whether it was subsequent to that I don't know. But basically he 
didn't like the amalgamation idea at all. 

So really outside that side of it, I had very little to do with 
the Child Welfare and the Child Welfare Act. Its administration 
is almost academic and purely one for specialists. 

RJ The amalgamation of the Commonwealth and State 
roles, was that your own idea, or did that come out of your 
department? 

WILLESEE No, that was mine. I have a feeling that it 
wasn't very well received by the department, but they didn't ever 
come out en bloc against it. The only thing was that I struck 

• positively one day, Frank Care said to me, "Oh well I think I'll 
have a look for something," and he mentioned some other 
department he wanted to go to, and it was the first time that I 
realised, and I said, "Well no, the whole thing is that you stay 

• here; you're not losing your job." I think he really thought he 
was going to go out and that they would shoot somebody in from 
the Commonwealth. Then the other thing was that the 
Commonwealth, I found, the Commonwealth boys at one stage, they 
had visions of transferring the whole of the department over to 
their spot in Canberra which from their point of view was pretty 
good because they wouldn't have to travel here, they could shoot 
the ex-Westralians across. But we'd have lost the firm control 
and touch - well not control, but touch. So anyhow I was able 
to.... they took notice of that at any rate, put it that way. 
But I don't know. I think there is a move even now to bring it 
back to the State, so it may go back again. 

• 
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RJ How easy was it for you to sell that idea in the 
party room at the time? 

WILLESEE I had no problems about anything I did in the 
party room, because I think.... Well each man in the caucus had 
plenty to do. We were a government. They realised that we had 
to amalgamate, we had to do this, we had to do that. It sounded 
pretty good if you can get three dollars for one. So I never had 
any problems at all in anything I tried to do with regard to.... 
I never even had criticism over the aboriginal .....Well we were 
committed to drinking rights, so there couldn't be criticism. 

RJ You obviously cared in your job as a minister, did 
that affect your personal life? 

WILLESEE It didn't affect my personal life, but it affected 
my health. Blood pressure shot up and I developed arthritis and 
I couldn't get about. It was getting serious at the finish. I 
didn't feel it was impairing me very much in my job, but it was 
becoming a bigger load because I could hardly walk at some 

• stages. The doctors were saying, "You should get away for three 
months," and that sort of thing. So it was a bit of a problem in 
that respect. But I don't think any minister, in any government, 
in any political party, once he takes the job on and gives it his 

• best, you can see them, they go downhill healthwise. Very few 
people... .you get the odd one. Sir Charles Court thrived on it, 
Jack Tonkin; they can eat and sleep and live on it. But very few 
others. I suppose a good example is the present Prime Minister. 

• You look at him on TV and think of what he was three years ago. 
No, I think it's the frustration of it. Any man, unless he's got 
that inbuilt resistance, well he just goes downhill a bit. But 
at the same time very few people die in harness, so it's just a 

• minor hazard. 

RJ How did you find your time was divided once you 
became minister and you had a parliamentary role and a duty to 

• your constituents and, of course, to your ministry? 
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• WILLESEE Well being a government, and being leader of the 
government, that's priority, that's number one. So then I would 
say that as a member - there again you're lucky being an Upper 
House member - you have less time for politics in your 
electorate, because you can't travel and be in your electorate. 
Then I always felt that I'd like to give a lot more time to the 
ministry as such, as a minister. We did look at whether we could 
bring Welfare and Aboriginal Affairs (they were two separate 
branches where you'd have to run across from one to the other) 
whether we could get them under one building and whether I could 
have an office. See my office was again separate, so you did a 
lot of running. They did a lot of running round to me. Well I 
think that was subsequently done, but we were looking at trying 
to get it so that when I went to work I went to work in my own 
office and I could give a couple of hours there. In Child 
Welfare there's a terrific lot of signing to do. Every Friday 

• you would be in your [welfare] office, and you would do five or 
six hours of just routine. You'd be signing files and you'd be 
signing releases and you'd be signing this and signing that. A 
rubber stamp virtually. It was just a matter of reading it and 

• signing it, but that had to be done. You'd have a pile of files 
that high alongside you. They'd look formidable, but they 
weren't. That was the machinery of having to go through a 
minister. So you should be there, and to get there on Friday and 

• have all this piled up, it would have been much better if you 
could have done some of it on Monday and some of it through the 
week. However, again I say Keith Main was a master of this sort 
of thing. He seemed to get over the big hurdles through the 

• week, and there you were. But if on top of all that you had a 
couple of irate people - I think they were more irate for having 
to wait than if you could have seen them earlier in the week when 
their situation was first brought up, and saved the head of the 

• department saying, "Well now come back again on Friday, or in a 
week's time," or something. But all ministers I think, went 
through the same process. [Pause] 
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RJ You were at that same time leader of the goverment 
in the Legislative Council, and in 1973 you resigned as leader of 
the government and as a minister. Why did that come about? 

WILLESEE I felt that my health was going down. I would 
have had to face a selection ballot, another election if I'd have 
been selected. My wife had said to me.... you know, she didn't 
like the way I looked, and my daughters were chipping at me. I 
thought well if I do get much worse I'd have to give up the job 
anyhow, so I resigned more or less there and then, and that was 
it. I just didn't go on. I mean you're leader one day, and 
you're down at the bottom of the ranks again. That was the end 
really of the story. I don't know. Well you just don't know. I 
mean you could have gone on, or you might have overcome it. 
Certainly my health's been much better since I resigned. I'd 
have to say that. 

RJ Do you think that dual responsibility as leader 
and minister precipitated your health problems? 

• WILLESEE No, I don't really. I think it's the way you're 
built. I think the great thing was the frustration that went 
with.... There wasn't very much. I had a very good run as leader 
in the Council itself. We had a lot of legislation get through, 

• much more than average. I can put it down I think to 
frustration, which is a terrible thing. When you suddenly say to 
yourself, well I'm getting nowhere. I'm not going to get anything 
done. Then you see in the paper where somebody says that about 

• you, and you think well how right they are. I suppose resigning 
doesn't answer the problem for anybody. It wasn't as if I was 
resigning for someone whom I thought could do better or anything. 
I just said, "Well I can't do any good with this job." To go 
through all the facing of an election again and all this sort of 
thing, go down and fight a selection, it just seemed too much, it 
seemed a mountainous thing. And all of a sudden it was over. 

ri 
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• RJ And what were your feelings when it was over? 

WILLESEE I took a lot of settling down. It was no good 

wishing to get back. But I thought afterwards well I could have 

easily done another term as a backbencher and probably been a bit 

of help somewhere along the line, but I didn't think of that at 

the time. But I did miss the whole situation, much more than 

ever I thought I would. You spend twenty years there, you get 

• part and parcel of the building. By then you get to know the 

staff, and then suddenly it's cut off. It's not there any more. 

So to that extent, yes, I missed it very much. 

• RJ What else did you miss? 

WILLESEE Well that would be about it I think. There's not 

much else to miss because in a long period of being in Parliament 

• you haven't got a lot of friends, strangely enough. You've got a 

very limited personal lifestyle. Outside of my own family, who 

did I have? So I just went back to spending more time with them, 

and of course they'd grown, they were all on their way. I went 

• to work for a firm for a while, called Curtain Man, to sort of 

have a softening down process. It was basically I think a good 

thing because it sort of took any regrets or self-pity I might 

have had away from me. I used to have to turn up at work and go 

• home again. I stuck that for a couple of years. Then I resigned 

from that and just... I got taken with a crosswalk advertisement 

one day and I put in for that, so I was a crosswalk attendant for 

about six or seven years. Then last year I thought, oh I'm 

• getting a bit long in the tooth, so I resigned from that. That 
was it again. 

RJ What did you do for Curtain Man? 

WILLESEE Oh I went there as a part time bookkeeper. Then I 

was full time bookkeeper. Then I was called accountant. Then 

the same old story, you know, it got more to do and less time to 

• 
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40 do it in. They weren't a very financial group by any means so 
the worries were starting to accumulate. [Chuckles]. So I knew 
enough now not to get caught up in it. 

RJ And what was it like being a crosswalk attendant? 

WILLESEE Oh great. Yes, there's a side of life that is 
very, very, very interesting. It's seeing the kids coming along, 
and spending sufficient time to see them go through a stage of 
school. Got very friendly with some of the mothers and developed 
a very great respect for the children of.... well what, pretty 
well all the immigrant children, the coloured, Chinese, 
Indonesians, and that sort of thing. They're very respectful, 
they're beautifully dressed. You can't help but compare them 
more than favourable with our kids. Our kids are sloppy and tend 
to be cheeky. The comparison was pretty crude. It's only our 

• exception that matches their average. That was a thing that used 
to sort of bug me a bit. We weren't holding our own. Our kids, 
you know, cigarettes in their mouths, and these little nicely 
dressed kids still with a book in front of them. I think they 

• [will] make great citizens. 

RJ If we could look at that twenty years that you 

• spent in the Legislative Council. When you tirst went into the 
Council, Anthony Lloyd Loton was the President. What did you 
think of him as President? 

• WILLESEE Well he was the only President I'd ever seen. I 
voted for him at his next election actually, because I thought he 
was doing a good job. I didn't know whether he was doing a bad 
job or a good job, but I thought that he was alright as 

• President. He seemed to do all the things that a President 
should. But I don't know that you could say that there is a 
better President, or a good President or a bad President. To me 
they absorb their job and do the.... I think they do the work in 
the House in a similar fashion. I suppose it's the outside work 
of a President that really counts. He has to meet so many.... 



WILLESEE 43 

you know, he's got a field outside of Parliament that carries the 
distinction of being President. Well that's something I don't 
know anything about. I've got a lot of respect for the present 
President, Clive Griffiths. I like the way he's come through the 
ranks. I think that anything he did would be honestly done and 
done with a lot of thought. It may not be conventional, but it 
would be sincere and genuine. 

RJ And Sir Charles Latham as President. He only had 
a two year period. 

WILLESEE Yes, it was a short term. I think he was very 
pleased to be President. I think it was something that he wanted 
as a fitting accolade to a career. He was more or less a 
benign.... if you could say that, he was quite a benign 
President. The fire had gone out of the old dog, sort of thing. 
He was obviously quite happy to be there and finish there, I 
thought. 

RJ And you have made some reference to him, but 

• Leslie Diver, Sir Leslie Diver. 

WILLESEE Well Sir Leslie was another President who did the 
job as efficiently as he could and as well as anybody else. I 

• got to be very personal friends with him. I liked him as an 
individual. Found him very easy to talk to. I spent quite a bit 
of time with him on a personal basis. He tried to carry the 
presidency on a basis of impartiality. He divorced himself from 

• his political side. That was fairly evident. I thought he was a 
very nice, likeable man. He was another one that had worked his 
way to where he was. He started cutting his own trees down on 
his farm when he was a boy and became successful. Those men have 

• got a lot, and he brought some of it to Parliament. I think some 
of it was shed in his..., with the respect of being Sir Leslie 
Diver, that you felt, well he's the ideal President. 

• RJ In speaking to Mr Loton he was clearly concerned 
about losing the presidency. Why did he lose it? 



. 
WILLESEE 44 

WILLESEE It was political I think. It was nothing that I 
know of. I was new at the time, but I think that the.... When 
the Labor Party and the Liberals.... The Labor Party's figures 
were high. This is my thoughts of when I got into Parliament, 
and Loton was elected that year. The Liberals could not have won 
because the Labor Party would have sided with the Country Party 
and so Loton became President. Now somewhere along the line he 
must have lost the confidence of either his own party or some of 
the Labor Party. I wasn't interested in who was President to 
that extent. So the Liberals came along and threatened to 
nominate. Then I don't know what happened, whether there was a 
compromise in between. But whatever the ultimate result was, 
Lloyd lost his position. I think he felt it very much too. But 
again that's what I was saying about outside of what you see in 
the House proper, outside of administering the rule book, he must 
have fallen foul of somebody along the way, or some people. I 

• don't know the real thing. 

RJ Anything you particularly noticed about observable 
changes on the floor of the House over that twenty year period? 

• For instance the time taken to give speeches, the quality of 
those speeches, that sort of thing? 

WILLESEE Oh time factor I don't think altered very much. I 

• think when Wise came into the leadership of the opposition, he 
lifted the standard of opposition to a degree, a big degree. 
That, of course, was due to his knowledge, his big knowledge, and 
his capacity to speak well. I think I remember hearing Dr Hislop 

• say that he hadn't seen an opposition ever as effective as Wise's 
opposition in some bill or other. Side by side with that would 
be the growth of Arthur Griffith who kept improving, kept 
building up a store of knowledge. He had a retentive memory, he 

• could call on things when he wanted to. But I wouldn't say that 
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overall the debates were better. The style would have changed a 
little. It's very hard to make comparisons. Let's think back as 
far as Collier. Diver Hughes said to me, "You can throw Menzies 
in, but Phil Collier was the greatest orator I ever heard." Now 
I have heard people say the same thing, that Collier was the 

greatest speaker they've ever heard. 

END OF TAPE TWO SIDE TWO 
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TAPE THREE SIDE ONE 

WILLESEE So I think it depends a lot on the era and the 
person. I only heard Collier speak once and I was a child and I 
was very impressed with him. On the other hand I heard Wise and 
I was more impressed when I was a little bit more mature, and so 
on. I think that times created different situations. I don't 
think the time of the orator, with all the modern gadgets we've 
got today, is here. I think the orator was made in the street 
corner speaker and that sort of thing, and the simple language 
was used to much greater effect. Also an orator is born. 
Menzies I think, Churchill, you can name them: a handful of them 
aren't there? But the tone of debate I don't know. I don't 
think it would vary very much. Education, of course, would mean 
a better flow of English, perhaps a better continuity of thought. 

But perhaps the most vivid speaker that I can remember is the 
late Georgie Bennetts, who was a railway guard. Georgie always 
proved to me the right of having people in politics, rather than 
trained politicians, or trained for the job. Georgie spoke 

• exactly as he was when he was a guard. In the middle of a speech 
he'd interlude how well he was on the trams, and he used to put a 
bottle of beer in the cold water bag, and then take it up and 
then flog it to the nobs for an extra shilling. That would come 

• as quite an aside in his speech. Then he was travelling with a 
minister one night, and he used to go like this,' this little 
fellow with his hands up. He said, "We pulled up at... ." shall 
we say it was Ora Banda, it wasn't but I can't think of the 

• place. And he said, "Well we had to stop somewhere, so we 
stopped at Ora Banda because it was late, it was twelve o'clock. 
I had this minister with me. We knocked on the door and out come 
a bloke and he held up a hurricane lamp, and fair dinkum he 
didn't have a shirt on and he had more hairs on his chest than 
Paddy McGinty's goat." Georgie Bennetts, you'd never get that 
equal. So those sort of people have got their place in politics 
I think. But you wouldn't call him an orator. [Pause]. Vecvi 
old Georgie. 
-------------------- 
1 Indicatesthumbs tucked in armpits and fingers raised. (RJ) 
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RJ What o}'init changes, if any, ti the degree of 
conflico the floor, the number of interjections, that soft of 
thing? 

WILLESEE Well I don't know, I don't know what happens 
today. 

lU I'm just thinking in your twenty years. 

WILLESEE You would get interjections on a controversial 
bill. You may not get interjections at all on a bill that wasn't 
so controversial but it might be important. Interjections were 
things that could be cleverly used. The old pros, as I'd call 

• them, they would use an interjection to throw a person. Well if 
you fell to the point of trying to answer the interjection, you 
would get taken off your theme very quickly. So the best thing 
to do was not answer an interjection; in general don't answer it. 

• But if you had a heated debate and the interjector was heated and 
the person on his feet was heated, then you'd get a spate of 
interjections. I don't think that overall that they would vary, 
but I don't know what happens today. Ican't think of a heated 

• subject, but something.... Dogs was one. Now everybody knows 
something about the Dog Act and you always get a long debate on 
the Dog Act. You would always get it; why I don't know. 
Everybody knew something about dogs and knew how to do it better 
than anybody else. So you'd get all sorts of interjections on 
that. But it wasn't an important bill always, but it always 
brought a lot of debate. 

RJ What about any change that you noticed about the 
type of person who was a member of the House? The occupation 
groupings people came from, this sort of thing. 

WILLESEE Well I suppose the most startling thing you could 
look at would be the present ministry. The present State 
ministry is a very highly educated ministry. If you looked at 
those as names with their qualifications, you would never 
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associate them with a Labor ministry as a Labor ministry was 

known in the old days. That probably is a startling sign of the 

times. So there is a much higher degree of education. Obviously 

you can't say that the Liberal Party control all the lawyers and 

academics. Hetherington's an academic. All of the ministry I 

think, hold a title in their own right, of some degree or other. 

There's Arthur Tonkin a schoolteacher and so on. Whereas in my 

day I think we had old Tonkie, [John Tonkin] who was a 

schoolmaster, and Jerry Dolan, and two or three like that, and 

they were the top boys. 

RJ You were in the House with two different Clerks of 

the Council involved. I wondered what you thought of both of 

these men, though Alex Sparks was only Clerk for two of the years 

that you were in the House, from '54 to 1 56. 

WILLESEE I didn't know Sparks as closely as all that, but I 

thought enough of him to.... He had a son who was a preacher in 

possibly the Presbyterian Church. I was in Kununurra and I heard 

that he was staying with his son, and I thought it a courtesy to 

pay a visit and see him. He was quite pleased that someone had 
S 

called on him. He was a very nice chap. I think I met him again 

on some occasion or other. Ile was fading very fast then. He'd 

have been a fairly elderly man I suppose when he retired. But I 

couldn't say about the work. He was just a Clerk and I was just 

sitting there and watching what happened. Very unobtrusive men 

in the House, the Clerk. He's got it all ready; he's got it all 

done. You just see him hand a paper to the President at the 

right time and it doesn't penetrate unless you have to do it 

yourself, that you realise what he's doing. You can call on the 

Clerk for help. 

RJ John Roberts was Clerk from 1956 right through 

until you retired from the Parliament. What did you think of 
him? 

S 
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WILLESEE I thought he was a very good officer, and very 
capable. I didn't make a lot of use of him until late in life. 
Had I known earlier the advantages of going to him, I would have 
made a lot more use of his knowledge. But that doesn't [only] 
apply to me I suppose, a lot of others think the same thing. But 
you couldn't besiege him and have your petty things worrying him, 

but I think you could stop yourself from making a mistake on the 
principles of debate, on a bill. See a certain time you're 
restricted and that sort of thing. Nobody knows it better than 
John Roberts. We often used to say, when we disagreed with a 
ruling with the President, at the point of time that the 
President would get up and adjourn the House, we'd say, "Well now 

ask John Roberts," we'd say to each other, because he had the 
answers as laid down over the years, and the protocol would be 
obtained and it would stand. 

EU 

party meetings? 

WILLESEE 

During your time in Parliament how frequent were 

Weekly in session, and monthly out of session. 

E: EU And was that always the case? 

WILLESEE Mmm. . RJ The whole time. 

WILLESEE It's a ruling. Still is I think, the same thing. 

• RJ Right. When you first went into the House, Bert 
Hawke was, of course, leader of the party. How did he function 
in the party room? 

• WILLESEE Well he was highly respected. Well he was 
unchallenged, anything that he said. The party leaders aren't 
very much to the fore in caucus. They're there, but it's more or 
less a meeting conducted like any other meeting. It's got an 

• ag(Ia and it's f c r the members to put u; heir cases fr what 

0 
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they want. The leader may not come into a debate. But if Bert 
• Hawke did, it was with the greatest respect that he was heard. 

But he never intruded. I would say that he was very careful not 

to intrude unless he had to. I used to sit there and there was 

Bert Hawke. I was at the back and he was up the top. So I 
• didn't look at it from the angle that you've said, didn't look at 

it at all. He was there and that was it. I didn't think there 

should be anybody else there, neither did anybody else because he 

was elected unopposed. He was a really decent, great, straight 
• shooter, Bert Hawke. 

RJ You then saw John Tonkin as leader of the party. 

What was he like in the party room? 

U 

WILLESEE He was a good leader, and he worked under 

difficult conditions. We went into a period when the federal 

government wasn't doing any good. The State government was 
• suffering, and Tonkin had to carry that period of time. I 

thought he did it with determination and he was a very hard 

working man. He wasn't frightened to tackle a subject. He 

sometimes tackled unpopular subjects. But if he believed in it 
• he'd stick to it through thick and thin. I think the best 

example would be his antipathy to flouride. From what I read 

lately I'm not so sure he wasn't right after all. I've got a 

grandddaughter in Canberra who has her jaws locking for some 

reason or other and the dentist says it could be caused by 

flouride. Another granddaughter has had to have her junior teeth 

extracted. I've never heard of it before, but they are 

extracting some of her junior teeth, and again they're blaming 

flouride, that the flouride is making the top teeth, the initial 

teeth so strong, that they're not making way for the latter 

teeth. So there you are, so old Tonkie might be right after all. 

1] 
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• RJ Did you see any change once he became Premier? 

WILLESEE I was too full of my own problems to really know 

the difference. If there was I just wasn't conscious of it. 

• wouldn't think so, but I really don't know. 

RJ Beside the Labor Party's platform on reform in the 

Legislative Council, what is your own view about the need for 

• reform in the Council? 

WILLESEE I think there's a need for reform, but I'm not one 

who believes in the one man one vote principle as such. I think 

• you always have to have regard for the area of the State that's 

undeveloped. A loading is difficult to assess accurately. 

You'll always get the gerrymander I think, if you've got a 

loading. You'll get accused of a gerrymander shall we say. 

• After all we in the North worked under a gerrymander if you like, 

because when we had our six hundreds and our eight hundreds, 

Labor predominated there for a long period of time. I just can't 

see how you could have made them one man one vote, unless you'd 

• have come down here almost to Victoria Park, from a voter in 

Wyndham. I'm exaggerating the situation, but to get equality of 

three quarters of a million people say, in those days, and give 

six hundred in the Kimberley, one man one vote principle, imagine 

• the area, vast area of the desert you'd have to take in, when 

there's a few hundred here and a few hundred there, before you 

got the population. So overall I think proportional 

representation might be the answer. But I've got to be careful 

• looking at that that I don't carry a bias because of all the 

years I was there we were in a minority. It's difficult to form 

an appreciation of the merit of what you're asking when you've 

been knocked out so often; when you feel that the thing was 

• right, that it could have been given better consideration, shall 

we say, but it just gets knocked out on party lines. Really the 

Upper House has been a farce when you've had a Liberal 

Government, because it's rubber stamping. I suppose if you 

• changed it, it would be equally a farce if you had the two. 

Although I think - I don't know whether the Labor Party is still 
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committed to abolish the Upper House or not. I don't know 
whether they would these days. But overall I suppose if you've 
got to have an Upper House; proportional representation. I'm 
inclined to think that possibly one House might be the answer, 
sort of a sudden death thing. But then you're back again with 
the gerrymander problem. So it's not easy to say what would be 
the perfect thing under democracy. I think you'd have to believe 
in the alternative if you believe in democracy. So that leaves 
an Upper House of some sort. 

RJ You said that the Liberal Party always voted on 
party lines, but did a Labor Party member ever cross the floor? 

fl 
WILLESEE Well I don't remember if one ever did, because 
they used to taunt us with it. But they in turn would say, 
"Sometimes we vote for you, but you never come across for us." 

• "You're closely disciplined," and all this sort of thing. There 
might have been a vote which was not of consequence. It may have 
been a private member's bill by a Liberal or something like that, 
well then that's an open vote. Abortion I think was an open 

• vote. So on those occasions yes. I voted against abortion 
always. I led a debate against it once, so I had a lot of 
Liberals vote with me on that occasion. But I opposed one of our 
own boys. I don't think, certainly on a principle, on a bill 

• that was an issue and, shall we say, party platform of either - 
although I don't know what the Liberals term party platform, but 
if it was something that was principle and germane to them, they 
wouldn't come across. You might get it in the case now where 

• you've got Sandy Lewis, but Sandy has not been a member, so he's 
entitled to go where he likes, he's independent. 

RJ Were you ever a member of any of the parliamentary 

• joint committees? 

WILLESEE No. Later in my career I think I was ipso facto 
because I was Leader of the Opposition, I think I was on one or 

• two. But I avoided them mainly because from the time that I 
became a whip I had plenty to do, and also when I was in the 
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North I was away so much. So I felt I shouldn't be on a 
committee that would be meeting when I should be in my 
electorate. Couldn't be in both places. 

RJ During that twenty years in Parliament you had 
several different roles. You were a whip, you were a leader of 
the House, a backbencher, a minister, a country member, a city 
member, and so on. What did you enjoy most? 

WILLESEE I think being a country member and Leader of the 
Opposition. I was healthier as Leader of the Opposition, and 
with much more freedom, so you could research something and give 

• a lot of your own views. But immediately you became a minister 
you were taking a lot of material of another minister and you 
simply had to verbatim, do what he had written for you. Then you 
had to debate under the auspices of his bill and try and 

• interpret his bill as he would, which was difficult for me, 
because I might not see it the same way. I was in opposition for 
so long that I developed this side a little bit too much I think. 
I used to have a lot of difficulty following the line of what I 

• thought would be what the minister wanted. Bear in mind that you 
would have a lot of difficulty holding the minister's bill 
together, so if you were going to lose something you had to try 
and think of what you could save and you didn't have the minister 

• to consult with what would be better for him, what would he want. 
So that was one of the problems of handling another person's 
bill. When you're in opposition you've got a little bit more 
freedom in that respect because you're entertaining a new line of 

• thought which might be of help. The government rarely let an 
opposition bill get through, so you're only criticising a 
government structure, and you've got a much wider field to talk 
about. So the role of opposition is a much easier one than being 

• leader of the House, I suppose it boils down to in simple terms. 
Much less responsible anyhow. 

RJ Overall just how much job satisfaction did you get 

• out of being a member of Parliament? 
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WILLESEE I think a lot. I felt that I owed a lot to it. 
It lifted a sphere of life. It introduced a new concept in life, 
a new atmosphere, a new place. What you never have you never 
miss, but having had it I think it was very rewarding. It's 
quite a privilege to have been in Parliament I think. Whilst I 
didn't strike the lucrative days of it, it was never such that 
you starved. You were never in a position that.... you knew that 
you were going to get by. You might have to cut a corner here 
and there. I didn't own a car until I was nearly fifty, but so 
what. Now I had a pass to get on a tram, or something like that. 
I only got my two air fares. I was just before the good things 
in that respect. But I don't think I'd want to change it. The 
people that I met were great people on both sides. I probably in 
retrospect would do more. If I had the same opportunity over 
again, I would probably work a bit harder, and I would know where 
not to waste time, which you can easily do. You can easily put a 
lot of effort into it and emerge with nothing. Whereas 
fundamentals take a long while to get down to in the political 
life. I think a lot of members would find that as they go along. 
They come in full of beans. [Chuckles]. It's noticeable: a man 

• making a speech, he thinks it's wonderful, and there's not a 
person listening to him. But if he's on something that's nitty 
gritty, you'll find there's a lot of people listening, taking a 
lot of care. It takes a good man to be able to pick that nitty 

• gritty up. I think you only do it with experience and learning, 
application. But that's about it. It was good while it lasted. 

RJ You said you thought it was a privilege to have 
been a member. What did you mean by that, what specifically? 

WILLESEE Well if you look at the population and you take 
the percentage of people who get into Parliament, it's not very 

• many. It's a tortuous road to get there, particularly in Labor 
politics. Having got there you've got a lot of privileges that 
nobody else has got. Parliament House in itself is an enormous 
privilege, and it's not taken away from you. You become an 

• ex-member, you've still got a lot of privileges. You can use the 
place. We've got an ex-members' association; we've got a little 



WILLESEE 55 

office. I don't think you get continuity in that if you were 
working for, even BHP, or some of the big boys. Once you've left 
that they shut that door on you, the Managing Director's out as 
much as the office boy. That's not so in politics. You have the 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Association which you become a life 
member of after a time. You always attend an annual function 
that they put on for visiting people, so you are meeting people 
that you would never normally meet. All those are continuing 
factors of having been a member of Parliament. So it is a 
privilege, I think. I think it should be treated as such. It's 
the institution of Parliament that's created all that. 

RJ Another thing you've done since your retirement is 
to represent the members of Parliament on the Salaries and 
Allowances Tribunal since 1982. What has been involved there for 
you? 

F-  
L 

WILLESEE Well actually advocate for better benefits for 
salaries and whatever have you. I haven't a vote on it. I'm 
only there as a voice and, I feel, to at least maintain that we 
hold the average of the other States; not to let this State go 
behind in any way and to see where anomaly is shown to exist. 
There might be plenty exist that I don't know of. Then to try 
and lift them. Well that could be from a stamp allowance to a 
car allowance or more air fares or so on. So you get quite a 
variety and it's most interesting. This has been a bad year. We 
haven't been able to advocate much, but it would take a pretty 
good advocate to get by I think. I don't know if you'd have got 

• a rise this year, how the tribunal would have been received. But 
even this year we're able to maintain an increase in allowances, 
and pushed up telephones and stamps and so on. I just don't know 
how far these increases go, but increased costs must mean an 
increase for the members. You've got to stick with the rising 
costs which is so inevitable. The ten per cent difference 
between Commonwealth and State is a bit of a problem. There's a 
strong line of thought naturally with the State boys that they 
should get a hundred per cent. It was established at the 
ninety/ten figure, and at the moment we're over that. West 
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Australians have gone over the hundred, but that's only because 
of refused rises by the federal boys. So there's an interesting 
position coming up there when they try to restore to equality 
again, whether we go back to our ninety. 

END OF SIDE ONE TAPE THREE 
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TAPE THREE SIDE TWO 

RJ What do you think of the salary and conditions of 
the modern member of Parliament, specially compared with your 
own? 

WILLESEE Well I'd have to say they've very good. The 
superannuation benefits, I would use the term magnificent, 
bearing in mind that's a comparison. Now when you have a look at 
them with private industry, private commerce, I don't know that 
they are so well off. But certainly in comparative figures I 
would say those two adjectives would stand. But you must take 
into consideration, of course, the value of the dollar. It's 
buying so much less. It would take an economist to really say if 
there has been so great a change. 

n 
But I think it's in the privileges. For instance the member for 
Gascoyne can fly weekly to Parliament. The member for Gascoyne 
in my day couldn't fly weekly to Parliament unless he paid for 

• it. The same thing applies to the member for Geraldton. He used 
to come down by train and he used to be half asleep when he got 
off the train in time to start work on Tuesday. The Kalgoorlie, 
Murchison members are all in that benefit group. Nearly every 

• country member is miles better off. Anyone that's had a long 
period of time, Mick Gayfer for one, could probably tell you that 
that is the case. But the new boy that comes in doesn't think 
it's so good. I get requests right, left and centre from new 

• members who are trying to deal with a new concept. Where I 
recognise that I couldn't get to everyday functions shall we say, 
these boys that come in now, they say they should be there. They 
think it's their right to be there, and who's to argue with that? 

• It's going to be very costly for the taxpayer, but it may be that 
if you want representation on that level you've got to pay for 
it. 
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RJ Electorate offices for Legislative Councillors 
came in at the time that you retired from politics. Would you 
have liked an electorate office and secretary? 

WILLESEE No, I was against it. I thought that it was too 
elaborate. I would have been quite happy to share with an 
Assembly man. See the Assembly member gets the bulk of the work, 
unquestionably in the metropolitan area anyhow. As I said 
earlier, the work that comes the way of the MLC dovetails to a 
great degree with the MLA. Secondly, the social side of it 
again. If you go to a citizenship bestowal upon an Australian 
citizenship, well you'll have the member for the district there: 
number one person, he'll be there. You'll be there as an 
adjunct really. But you can, in my day in the North, be there 
and the only one there, and representing all those people, 
including your leader. So it's a very different atmosphere. You 

• are much better known because of those things. You might go, 
unless you were a deputy leader or some such thing, you would 
never be asked to speak at most of these functions you'd go to 
because the member will be the man representing the leader of the 

• opposition and so on. 

RJ On the record is the fact that you are a member of 
the Italian Club, and a follower of the West Perth Football Club, 

• and honorary auditor for the WA Epilepsy Association. Anything 
else you've been associated with? 

WILLESEE Well I was for years auditor for the State 

• Parliamentary Labor Party. I am, at the present time, auditor of 
the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association. I think that's about 
it. I did a few P and Cs, but they're just local around the 
place. You just do them when they ask you to. 

RJ What do you look back on as the unhappiest thing 
that's happened in your life? 
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WILLESEE My life? 

RJ Mmm. 

WILLESEE [Pause] Well I suppose it would be resigning from 
the ministry would be the hardest thing I've done. From that 
angle it would follow I think it would be the thing that I regret 
most. It would have been nice to have even finished a term, 
although the government was lost that year. I don't think for a 
minute I would have saved it, but that would have probably meant 
that I would have done another term as a backbencher, which you 
would have to do, but you would have to do to know whether you 
would have enjoyed it or not. But I suppose really there is some 
regret that it terminated so quickly. But that's all in the 
past. 

RJ And what do you consider the best thing you've 
done in your life? 

WILLESEE I suppose marrying Sadie; it has to be. The next 

• thing, the best thing I've ever done is, well the succession in 
family life. Then I suppose if you look at.... Being a young 
town clerk was a big thing. It was probably the stepping stone 
to what I did. It gave me an insight into the function of 

• government. It's not easy to budget and run a small town clerk's 
job, a town the size of Carnarvon, the smallest municipality in 
Western Australia. In that respect you're more of an individual, 
and more responsibility pro rata than you would be in politics, 

• because you're guided a lot in politicis. An executive in local 
government has a very big responsibility. He is, shall we say, 
the John Roberts of politics in the sense he has to do the 
guiding to a large degree and carries a big responsibility for 

• policy. The implementation of policy alongside expenditure is 
very different to what a shire might want when they institute the 
thought. So really I think it would be local government, 
although I hadn't thought of it on that line until you just 

• brought it to my mind. 
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RJ Well if you found that rewarding, was the decision 
to go into Parliament the correct one? 

WILLESEE I was getting tired of.... I had reached the stage 
when I was looking to transfer out of Carnarvon. It was a 
question if I came out I didn't want to go to the country again. 
So I would have had to get a shire clerk's job in the environs of 
Perth, which wasn't easy, wouldn't have been easy by any means. 
It just didn't add up that they'd take a country boy in when they 
had trainees within the metropilitan area. So that's one I never 
explored, but that would have been the stone that would have had 
to have been overturned had I got the transfer, but I was getting 

• very tired of local government in Carnarvon. It was.... well 
strangely enough, after I left the staff increased. Well I had 
one girl and when I went back six months later there were two 
girls. Then I went back later and there was a full time [Traffic 

• and Health Inspector.] So it went on. Where I had a part time 
traffic inspector there was a full time; now there are five and 
so on. I left just before the expansion period. I got the build 
up. It was getting too much to handle for one person, you know, 

• sort of thing. You were spending all your time making sure the 
books were right when you should have been out looking at drains 
and that sort of thing. But it was a great experience. 

• RJ Well if someone had come along -nd offered you the 
shire clerk's position in an attractive metropolitan shire, and 
on the other side you were being offered the chance to sit for 
Parliament, what would you now choose? 

WILLESEE Oh well with all behind me, I would choose 
politics, but bear in mind that up until the day I left politics, 
the shire clerk of Bassendean, assuming I'd have taken that job 

• (it might surprise you) financially would have been better off 
than I was. Bearing in mind that he would have had no travel 
problems. He would have got a salary better than mine overall, 
and I only had two years of the ministry. So in that respect it 

• was surprising. I used to look at local government with my mouth 
open when I saw the salaries that they were getting when I was 
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still a member. [Laughs]. But that coupled with the fact you 
get your car and all this business. So local government has 
become very, very good over the last twenty years and I think 
that, by comparison, improved better than the political side of 
things. But I suppose the responsibility accordingly has gone 
up. I don't know, because I've been out of it so long. But one 
of the fellows that did take on Carnarvon, Clarrie McCreed, he is 
down here. He is in Bassendean or somewhere. So it can be done. 
Bassendean I think. 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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